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ABSTRACT

Illuminating Unsung Americans Sung as a Musical Staple
within American Culture
By

Richard L. Hodges

Dr. Alfonse Anderson, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Voice
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
The book Unsung Americans Sung was first published in 1944 by the Handy Brothers
Publishing Company. With over 30 contributors and edited by William C. Handy, this book
explores the great abolitionists of the eighteenth century and the climate of Negro culture during
that moment in time. The book includes poetry, illustrations, children’s songs, choral works,
scenes from major works, and art songs. Handy was not only offering his opinion of the Negro of
the time, but he was creating a book that would add these freedom fighters and generational
torchbearers into the archives of every American. Sadly, this glimpse in time and culture was
recorded but not illuminated to the masses in a manner for its importance to be truly felt. With
this in mind, the context of discovery should be that of a musical and cultural exploration of
Unsung Americans Sung, specifically highlighting the art songs that have been collected in the
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book. Although other music (specifically children’s pieces and choral works) exist in the book, it
is the art songs that give an idea of the struggle and triumph that exist for people of color.
The purpose of this paper is to introduce and highlight the stand-alone art songs that exist
in the book Unsung Americans Sung. The focus on this document will be on the works composed
by W.C. Handy and collaborators of Unsung Americans Sung. This document will present the art
song, some musical and vocal aspects, along with commentary about overall mood and style
within each piece. Although W.C. Handy is popularly referred to as the ‘Father of the Blues’ this
book holds some of Handy’s classical compositions and works. There are other composers such
as Margaret Bonds and Ismay Andrews both who have works in this book and will be
highlighted in this document.
Unsung Americans Sung is a comprehensive book full of topics for discussion and
exploration. And although this paper will not cover all of the aspects of this important book, it
offers a glimpse into the continued study of W.C. Handy’s works and the different dimensions of
musical development that exist within the African-American culture.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG
Unsung Americans Sung has been complied with a view toward bolstering the
courage and broadening the outlook of the group that should not be discouraged.
It is an incontrovertible fact that the Negro has a heritage of which he may justly
be proud. He has made an undying contribution to the American culture through
things of the spirit.
– W.C. Handy1
Such statements of pride in one’s heritage and race are not uncommon in the current
climate of American culture. In fact, organizations such as the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People and the National Association of Negro Musicians have existed
for a long time, with the sole purpose of reminding us of our past to help forge our future. At
present, the Black Lives Matter movement is continuing the legacy of molding the fabric of
American culture. Throughout time the contributions made to American culture by AfricanAmericans are undeniable, but the passing of musical knowledge and cultural awareness have
been imprinted for certain parts of the culture, such as the Negro spiritual. In contrast, the
contributions of African-Americans to the classical vocal world, through art song, are underrepresented and unrecognized. These works tend to go unknown or discovered for long periods
of time.
Unsung Americans Sung is a book that was published in 1944, with a second edition
published in 1946 by the Handy Brothers Publishing Company based out of New York. The
book itself is one of approximately2 eleven books that were written, curated or edited by W.C.
Handy. The book has 236 pages and includes a Dedication, Foreword, Index of Illustrations,

1

William C. Handy, Unsung Americans Sung (New York: Handy Brothers Music Company, 1944), 6.
Although eleven books are known to be written or edited by W.C. Handy it is possible there are more books that
have not been attributed to him.
2
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Contributors, Table of Contents, Recession3 and Bibliography as well as all the works and
writings that comprise the content of the book.4 Unsung Americans Sung is modeled as an
educational tool and children’s learning book. Unsung Americans Sung is a collaboration
between a number of writers, poets, composers and arrangers. The book highlights the unknown
work of Americans in the fabric of the United States. Many of these names are familiar but some
are not. The book not only immortalizes the abolitionist of the eighteenth century, but it is also
immortalized the artists, composers, writers and authors that contributed to Unsung Americans
Sung.

Copyright Year
Number of Pages
Number of Collaborators
Number of People Commemorated
Number of Art Songs
Number of Children’s Songs
Number of Choral Works

1944
236
37
27
8
21
10

Table 1.1 Unsung Americans Sung Content Overview

This document highlights all aspects of Unsung Americans Sung, but I will primarily
focus on the art songs that exist in the book that are not connected to or a part of one particular
person’s story. Instead I wish to highlight these pieces as important art song to be sung by
current singers. The pieces are all owned by the Handy Brothers Music Company and aside from

3

This page is a letter written by W.C. Handy.
The book was not readily available until recently. After a few conversations, the book is now available on the
Handy Brother’s website.
4
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a few titles that have been discussed at length by others like “Memphis Blues,” these songs are
not known and should be a part of the fabric of the musical canon. W.C. Handy’s impact on the
American music culture is vast but mostly limited to blues and early forms of jazz. The
importance of works that are classically based offer a new perspective on the prolific composer.
The importance of the works in the book not only speak to the struggle of the African-American
but also the contributions of the African-Americans to the classical arts. Presently there is
ongoing work to bring these art songs to the masses, but a number of works continue to not be
highlighted because the selections are vast. Even books like the Anthology of African American
Art Song edited by Willis Patterson are substantial and have become more of a staple within the
vocal world as a whole, but there is a lot of music that has never been heard or discovered. The
Library of Congress continues to present and make available the art song works of Harry T.
Burleigh but that is only one person. There are a number of composers and writers that have not
had their chance to be rediscovered by this new generation. That is the meaning of the word
‘illuminate’ in the title. It is my hope to shed light on these unknown works so that more people
will find their value and worth within the current fabric of vocal study.
I will illuminate the art songs within this book by providing overview analysis and
historical context, identifying the overall mood of the piece, and outlining musical details about
each piece. This will include information about the composer, poet, text and musical settings that
are presented in the book to back up the creation or collaboration of the piece and why it is a part
of Unsung Americans Sung.

3

THE HANDY BROTHERS MUSIC COMPANY
The origins of the Handy Brothers Music Company founded in New York in 1921 was
first known as the Pace & Handy Company. In 1913 Harry Pace, a banker and W.C. Handy, a
musician and composer started a music publishing company in Memphis, Tennessee. The
company’s focus was copywrite, purchasing rights and composing new works to be published.
After a bad business experience with Handy’s “The Memphis Blues,” Handy sought to own all
of the rights to the music in which he created. It was his hope that all African-American artists
know how to protect their intellectual property. He continued to work with different recording
companies throughout his career to help expand the reach of his company. In 1918, the Pace and
Handy Company moved from their home in Tennessee to a new location in New York City,
following a long recording of some of W.C. Handy’s works. Some of the people employed by
the company included Handy’s brother Charles Handy as well as William Grant Still, famed
classical composer. In 1921 however, Harry Pace split from the company to open is recording
company that focused on recording African-American musicians and African-American music.
Pace’s company was entitled Black Swan and recorded a number of influential AfricanAmerican artists. Upon Pace’s departure, W.C. Handy took on a new partner in his brother
Charles Handy and renamed the company the Handy Brothers Music Company. Handy
continued to work on his craft in hopes that his works would soon spread to wider audiences past
that of the African-American community. While in New York, the Handy Brothers Music
Company began to break barriers and cross over into mainstream white communities. These
culture breakthroughs happened through recordings of different songs owned or composed
Handy. For the majority of the time the company was in New York it was located by Broadway
in hopes that it would become one of the leading publishing houses. Although the Handy
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Brothers Music Company is primarily known for publishing the blues, the company published all
types of music and books. It is clear that W.C. Handy believed in combining different artistic
mediums. This is evident in his creation of his first book Blues: An Anthology which was
comprised of music, writings and illustrations. This same model was used to create Unsung
Americans Sung. The continued work of W.C. Handy until his death in 1958 continues to inspire
and foster creative expressions among a new generation of musical artists. The Company is still
in existence today and offers the ability for further exploration of this great American legend.

ORDER AND OUTLINE OF UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG
The order and outline of Unsung Americans Sung, as seen in the Table of Contents
(Figure 1.1), follow a pattern. It begins with an art song followed by a biographical sketch. There
are a number of tributes, poems, editorials, dramatizations and historical documents that
commemorate the different achievements, emotions and examples of art within the book. There
are also visual representations of a number of the heroes immortalized in the book by artists. The
most striking aspect of the Table of Contents is the number of heroes that are covered; Some of
them known, like Benjamin Banneker, Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass, and some that
are not as known like Matthew A. Henson, Dorie Miller and Thaddeus Stevens, who we a white
man. The heroes in this book are those that fought for the race even if they were not of color. The
overall tone of the book in to instill a sense of pride in those readers of color and spark
understanding in those that are not. In the Dedication it explicitly outlines how should experience
Unsung Americans Sung.5 The book does not progress as a traditional chaptered book; it does
present each hero and anything that may be related to that hero. The different sections do not
5

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 5.

5

matriculate chronologically based on when each person was born. It does however evolve
alphabetically based on the last name of each abolitionist and the first word of each artistic piece
presented.6 For example, the book speaks of Harriet Tubman and offers biographical
information as well as a song to remember her by but also it offers two art songs that are not
related but speak to the mindset of the Negro entitled “Tradition” and “Opportunity.” Both of
these pieces speak to the thoughts of the Negro to stay in slavery or to run and the inner turmoil
that happens no matter the decision that is made. The overall order is related to the subject matter
or person that preceded the piece. There are only a few times in which this does not happen.

THE COLLABORATORS
As stated before, Unsung Americans Sung was spearheaded and edited by W.C. Handy,
but he was not the only person to contribute works. In fact, over 30 people are listed as
contributors within the first pages of the book, but among the pages of different pieces even
more people are credited and mentioned. One can refer to the Contributors page7 to see who was
listed, but there are a number of people who are not included. Perhaps people who were not
included were either dead or did not have a direct hand in the book and their works were
previously owned by the Handy Brothers Music Company and W.C. Handy decided to add them
to the book.
Acknowledging the many contributors of the book also aids in the understanding of these
people in history. Most of the collaborators were either rising to fame or already notable, and
some are people about whom we know nothing. The overall understanding of the collaborators is

6

Although there is not any public information on why Handy arranged the book in this manner, there may be more
information forthcoming in the future.
7
Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 9.
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that these persons are offering their talents to present a book about heritage and culture that will
one day influence the lives and education of the next generation of performers. The dedication
adequately identifies true purpose of these works. The collaborators added to the book just as
much as W.C. Handy himself. Their unique perspectives aided in the collective success and
strength of the book.
“So we owe a great debt to the authors and publisher of these songs. They have made a
great contribution toward that tolerance and spiritual unity among the common people
which makes a country truly civilized.”8
These words of thanks perpetuate Handy’s ideas about a collective being responsible for
impacting the culture. Handy sought to expose the world to multiple approaches to music and
texts. The book features the text of well-known poets to high school students. The collaborators
experiences and musical backgrounds are vast and offer a variety of different styles to the pieces
within the book.

THE BIBLIOGRAPHY AND IMPORTANCE
Without any formal references, the presence of a bibliography is just a formality, but the
numerous books offer a scope of the research and resources that were used to guide its creation.
Because this is an educational book, offering insight into where the information was gleaned, and
what other resources are out there as it relates to further study, fits into the overall purpose of the
book itself. Offering references would also lead to future reading and discovery of AfricanAmerican excellence and perspective. The bibliography is in alphabetical order but there are
clear distinctions of how each book possibly was used and referenced. If this book were

8

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 5.
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republished today, its organization might look different. Theoretically, there could be a number
of sections like, the “Black Experience” or “The Spiritual.” These different headers would help
with understanding the perspective of collaborators and how these works helped to shape the
landscape of the book. Moreover, the bibliography gives a snapshot of the scholarly work that
has been done, up to this point in history, that would give insight into the future study of the
African-American and culture. Most of these books are out of print, and the ideas of how the
African-American thought during different times in history could provide significant information
for future generation.

8

CHAPTER TWO: PURPOSE OF UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG

The Handy Brothers Music Company, run by W.C. Handy, was a beacon of light for the
artistic community in New York City during Handy’s life. Unsung Americans Sung is a
culmination of his life’s work and goal, to educate and expose everyone to the music of the
African-American. Although the purpose of Unsung Americans Sung might seem obvious, the
main point of the book is a multi-layered organism of racial equality and cultural awareness. This
description of Unsung American Sung gives the most concise description of the book.

This collection of short biographical essays and musical scores, composed by
Handy and others, was both a promotion of African Americans whom he
considered nationally underrecognized and a statement of African American
contributions to the United States in the Second World War.9
Unsung Americans Sung offer a diverse view into the African-American of the time.
Handy was against Jim Crow but he was not actively vocal about his views. However, he mostly
expressed his issues with the world around him through music. Some of Handy’s most famous
songs are resounding statements about the treatment of African-Americans and the hardships of
the culture, especially in the south. The majority of the blues he composed had embedded
messages about the plight of African-Americans. Within this chapter we will explore the
reasoning behind the books’ creation as well as the social importance of the works. As the
purpose of the book unravels, topics will be explored to help understand the origins of the book,
the education and professional value of the book as well as the overall dynamics that make it

9

David Robertson, W.C. Handy: The Life and Times of the Man Who Made the Blues. (Alabama: University of
Alabama Press, 2011), 222.
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important. The overall understanding of the book is important as it relates to the pieces that will
be later discussed in this document.

LINKING THE PAST AND THE FUTURE
In order to know where one is going you have to look to the past to make since of the
present and ultimately understand the future. In order to understand the origins of Unsung
Americans Sung one must look at the editor and some of the experiences that have influenced his
life. The son of a slave and pastor, W.C. Handy grew up in the church. He worked multiple jobs
and had a formal education as a young man in Alabama. Growing up the son of a pastor, there
were limitations that he faced as it relates to the things he was allowed to do. Having a music
career was not in his best interest, so felt his father, but Handy began learning music at school.
He learned the music of European classical composers and that served as a foundation for his
musical knowledge. He believed in reading music from the score. Handy played coronet with a
minstrel show for a number of years and learned different styles of music. Handy played with a
number of different brass bands throughout his life.
These ideas explain a number of reasons for Unsung Americans Sung to be created. The
first being his musical foundation was that of European classical composers. Although there
were successful African-American music available he was not allowed to study any of that
music. Also, his father did not support being a musician and further proves that this book serves
as a way to educate the young African-American about ones culture while empowering them to
become a part of the process. Secondly, the understanding that music education was something
that he possibly wanted more of and always jumped to the chance to learn and grow, is a

10

particular reason for the book to be created. Handy’s motivation to continue to learn and share
the art of music played a large role in the creation of Unsung Americans Sung.
Handy understood that he was creating a piece for history. Unsung Americans Sung was
meant for all which means he was forward thinking in how he perceived black culture. He
understood that the disconnect of African-Americans to slavery in the non-Jim Crow north could
lead to the miseducation of the next generation of African-Americans. Handy understood that
young African-Americans might not be taught their own history because the history books were
not written by those that reflect their race. Handy felt a responsibility to expose AfricanAmericans to their own set of heroes with hopes that it will instill a sense of pride and
responsibility within the African-American race.
Handy was also very serious about the music. His legacy as a composer is amazing and
his imprint on the jazz culture, of today, is still felt throughout the genre. What possibly has been
lost is the understanding that Handy was adamant about being able to read written scores. Handy
wanted everyone to have the chance to have the same educational foundation as him while also
acquiring the ability to be a professional musician. Thus, there are very few, if any, blues pieces
within Unsung Americans Sung. Handy composed a book that reflected his classical upbringing
as an homage to his own musical beginnings. Handy could have been sending a sign that not all
classical composers are European. Both of these dimensions offer a closer look into Unsung
Americans Sung’s identity and purpose.

EDUCATIONAL BOOK OR SERIOUS WORK?
In a review of the book in 1945 by C.G. Woodson in the Journal of Negro History,
Woodson took issue with the book and how it represented different aspects of the African-
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American culture. In fact, he took offense to some of the details that were expressed by artists.
He believed that the poetry did not match the musical undertaking and that the book was
somewhat trivial.

Among so many contributors there are naturally varying qualifications and
consequently they present productions ranging from the serious and significant
to the trivial and unimportant. These thoughts on the lives selected are not well
expressed in prose; and the poetry, with the exception of a few specimens like
the beautiful tribute paid William Monroe Trotter by James William Henderson,
does not rise to the level of the music to which it has been set.10
He also takes issue with the commercial like compositions that comprise the majority of
the songs about the abolitionist. He discusses the issues with the illustrations of the book,
particularly those surrounding Crispus Attucks because there is no record of his likeness.11 He
does however realize that this book is the first of its kind and that there are missing links in its
cultural representation. Unsung Americans Sung is important in introducing the Negro heroes to
the masses.
Woodson makes some very good points about leaving out certain parts of the culture, but
I do not think he realized that the strength of the book is not just in the content but also in those
who contributed. In some ways C.G. Woodson missed the point of Unsung Americans Sung. It is
not the normal idea of a book that one would get as a totally serious book, but it is an educational
tool for kids to connect with their past. In fact, in the foreword Handy makes a reference to Walt
Disney and the success of Snow White. He was trying to imitate this kind of feel as it relates to

10

C.G. Woodson, Review of Unsung Americans Sung, by W. C. Handy. The Journal of Negro History 30, no. 2
(1945): 229.
11
Although illustrations of Crispus Attacks can be found, these artistic representations of his assumed likeness.
Woodson argues that even in 1944 there was no way of knowing what Crispus Attacks looked like and therefore all
illustrations are based purely upon conjecture.
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the songs that represent the heroes presented in the book. Handy was not trying to offer a serious
collection of music, but he was trying to appeal to a younger generation in hopes that the
accomplishments of the past would inspire the present and help forge the future.
W.C. Handy’s idea for the book stems from a book by Rebekah Crawford and L.M. Sill
entitled Musicians in Rhyme for Childhood’s Time. Handy speaks about how this book
influenced him to write Unsung Americans Sung.

“Years ago when I was teaching music, a certain book opened up vistas of wide
understanding for me. It was entitled “Musicians in Rhyme for Childhood’s
Time.” (by Rebekah Crawford and L.M. Sill. Copyright 1890, by G. Schirmer,
Inc.) (Biographical sketches of the masters in a few short verses). It featured the
idea that rhythm and rhyme fixes facts and renders them unforgettable.
Bach, for example.
“The Great Johann Sebastian Bach
Was born in German Eisenach.” Etc.
Richard Wagner,
Young Wagner, they tell us, each night went to bed,
With the music of Beethoven under his head.” Etc.
Why not use this idea, adding melody to sing the story lives of our Negro
pioneers?12
It is possible that given the quality of collaborators, Woodson was expecting a book that
reflected scholarly merit rather than a colloquial based book. With the level of collaborators that
were present, to write an elevated book about music that would be digestible for the more
distinguished musicians would have suited him better. Instead Handy put together a book that is
meant for children and young people in a hope to help educate and inspire at the same time,
gleaning ideas from source materials that are geared for children and those that are learning.
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Woodson in his review presented a very pointed statement about the division of works
with some being serious and others less elevated. The question of whether the book is for
education or for serious studies lies within its pages. I believe that the book serves both purposes.
It is a book for the masses and children as well as for the serious or learned musician. In fact, that
is why most of the works that Woodson would refer to as having a ‘jingle’ are the works that tell
a story about the important person we need to know. The book seeks to educate on two main
levels, although more may be possible. The first is to introduce some of the great pioneers. The
idea is to expose people of color to their set of heroes and heroines. The Dedication explains it
this way:

Some of the personalities to whom these songs are dedicated are more or less
known to the present generation, but of others like Thaddeus Stevens, Ira
Aldridge, Black Patti, Harriet Tubman, Richard Allen and Frederick Douglass, the
masses know almost nothing.13
That the book seeks to educate just by giving background and relevance to the otherwise
unknown persons is a form of education itself and should be acknowledged. It is the type of
representation that Handy hoped to have within his own childhood.
The second level offers familiar or known information and relating it to the different parts
of the book. This can be seen in the Figure 2.1 where he is adding the aforementioned rhyme
idea and setting it to music using the ideas of the A,B,C’s. This type of education speaks to
learning practices we still use today.
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Figure 2.1 Unsung Americans Sung, Forward14

When learning to sight-read we use the “Wedding March” to explain the leap of a fourth or
“Somewhere Over the Rainbow” to navigate the leap of an octave, for example. These relative
melodies then help with reading music. W.C. Handy understood that music that is relatable
would make it easier for young people to learn and understand the music presented in the book.
These stepping stones to learning music are also enhanced by the stories and songs that we sing.
There is also another way to view relative or familiar type education and it is within
content. The stories of these heroes strike a pride and understanding within one’s self that boosts
confidence and pride. Unsung Americans Sung offers African-Americans to see a reflection of
themselves through the lives and struggles of those that come before them. Some of these heroes
have been spoken about within their family and some are brand new. Either way the stories of
these heroes’ spark interest within a culture and lead to further reading and writing about those
that have possibly been looked over. The history that is learned is usually from a view point that
does not reflect the person learning it. It is important to learn all of ones history and not just a
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portion. Handy understood that responsibility and sought to visibly change the narrative that has
been given to so many African-American children.
African-Americans that will be exposed to Unsung Americans Sung may also be of
varying levels within one classroom. Unlike today, smaller schools mixed classrooms and there
can be different levels of learners in one class. If everyone is learning to read and sing music
from the same book, the book may not be effective if it is only written for one level of student. If
the book is for beginning students, then the more advanced students will become bored and
disinterested. Vice versa is the book is intended for more advanced students the beginner can
become frustrated and give up. Also, with the school budget of African-Americans being vastly
different than that of whites, the possibility of have a full classroom set is unlikely. Handy
understood this because of his own education journey. That is why the book has varying levels of
difficulty and diversity as it relates to the songs. Unsung Americans Sung is meant to grow with
the students both in story and in maturity of text and meaning.
Overall, the book is both a book of serious art songs and an educational tool for students.
The most inspiring part of Unsung Americans Sung is how it outlines the music and rhythm in a
way that teaches the student how to read music without a pedagogical lesson in music theory. As
the book continues to progress, students can jump from a piece about a specific hero to a choral
or solo work. The ability to share with others and sing the different songs continues the
educational process while advancing the musical language and literacy of the young people that
engage in the book. This then related directly to those kids that are still reading hymns in church
or in choirs. The building of musical literacy is important in making sure that the next generation
has an appreciation for music as well as themselves.
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WHY THE NAME UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG
When first being introduced to the book, I continually thought about why this book is
named in such a way. It took some time, but after becoming familiar with the works that are in
this book and then reading the Dedication a number of times, I realize that the way in which it
should read is Unsung American Heroes, Sung. It is the idea that this book is about American
heroes and not just those of color. This idea is reinforced by a statement in the Dedication:

The idea of memorializing in song some of those Americans whose lives and
works have played a significant and determining role in the long and eventful
history of colored Americans is a most happy one.15
Another quote from that same page reads:

The men and women memorialized in “UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG” are
great by any fair standard of appraisal. Their lives and achievements give hope
and strength to those for whose full emancipation and social acceptance they
strove.16
W.C. Handy understood the need to honor these Americans in some way, but two questions seem
to continually arise: why are these Americans important, and why ‘Sung’? Both of these
questions can be answered in the dedication. The first can be answered within this statement:

Most certainly it will attain its goal of increasing among colored Americans an
appreciation of their heroic past which is so essential to strengthening the spirit to
meet the problems of the present and the future.17
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The latter question can be answered here:

Perhaps only scholars can or will take the time to read of their deeds (in reference
to the heroes) in dusty books and ancient documents, and scholars are few and far
between. But when the deeds of these men and women are told in songs, the wide
masses who are not scholars and who seldom read books, become acquainted with
those deeds;…18
Handy understood the power of music and the idea of how knowing one’s past will
always aid in helping one to understand their future. Representation is important, so knowing
that a person of color has accomplished so much reminds the African-Americans among us that
they can accomplish anything as well. This is not just reserved for those that were involved in the
underground railroad or were prolific in the education of African-Americans but those that
sacrificed their lives on the battlefield. Handy was well aware of how soldiers were treated in
war and he sought to honor them as much as he could. The heroes that he is speaking of includes
those that have warn the uniform and fought for our civil liberties. Those people of color who
have died for their country that no one remembers or honors. Handy seeks to sing of allAmerican heroes and not just those that have been continually taught in history books. The other
statements about ‘scholars’ hints to the idea that no one has taken interest in knowing and
understanding those that have come before them and this book seeks to do just that. With
Unsung Americans Sung, Handy seeks to spark the interests of a new generation to learn and
explore the heroes that have not been presented before.
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DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH: A PAGE ENTITLED “RECESSION”
When you one thinks of a recession it is a moment of scaling back or being without. In
this case Handy was without his sight. One must applaud Handy’s willingness to share his
heartfelt moments of gratitude with anyone who would possess Unsung Americans Sung. This
book was one of the last books he worked on and by the time the book was published he was
completely blind and never got to see the book as a whole. He not only had someone to
physically lead him around but also people to read and dictate for him as well. In “Recession”19
he outlines the accident that almost took his life and gives gratitude to his friends, family and
doctors. He states that Unsung Americans Sung would not exist, if it not for those people who
supported him through that time. I believe this was W.C. Handy’s way of offering his honest
feelings of gratitude as well as immortalizing himself among the people that highlighted in the
book. It is so befitting that after this page the book ends with two different pieces composed by
W.C. Handy, although one is an arrangement by Joseph Paulson. The idea that Handy would
write about his own life in such a transparent way, reminds us that he believed he belonged in the
fabric of the American experience and I believe he was right. Handy’s will-power to continue
working even when he could not see is amazing. He continues to work and perform well into the
1950’s, even until his death. Although “Recession” does not discuss his accomplishments, the
fact that he was willing to give an account of a hardship and then become an example of
perseverance, is exactly what is needed to show others that they can bounce back from anything
they may encounter. Handy has persevered and is a hero in his own right. This page in the book
solidifies why not only he and his music are important but it is important to be an example of
excellence for others as well.
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A GLIMPSE THROUGH THE AFRICAN-AMERICAN LENS
Looking through the moniker of an African-American during the time of the postReconstruction era is important in understanding the reasoning for Unsung Americans Sung’s
existence and Handy’s persistence to make sure it was published. Imagine for a moment that
African-Americans are newly emancipated from slavery. Unless (he) secretly learned to read and
write, like Handy’s grandfather, he was left to his own devices without any true support. In fact,
it would be his next generation that would be allowed to learn and go to school. This means that
there is a number of generations that are still learning and teaching using oral traditions. How do
you educate a race about their heritage when they are living it? How do you inspire the new
generation when they do not understand the way the world was before, and they only see the
world for what it is now? This is a constant dilemma for the African-American community
during this time period. W.E.B. Du Bois sought to help with this issue proposing his theory on
the “Talented Tenth.”20 The idea is that the most learned and educated of the race have a
responsibility to learn all they can and then teach the rest of the race in an effort to elevate the
race together. This education model helped establish new schools and universities during this
time period. The key is that you have to make it to some level of high education or prominence
in order to be able to give back. The majority of African-Americans giving back were not young
but old in age. The idea that our elders then teach us all they have learned is important. I feel
though that after being two or more generations removed from slavery, the understanding and
respect for these elders can become lacking. In fact, one would use the word ‘old school’ to
describe the mindset of the older generation’s actions and responses to different situations. The
new generation is experiencing the world differently and learning to offer more to the race in
20
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terms of ideas and innovation. One thing lost though is the understanding of who one is. If you
are still in the south, Jim Crow Laws have become prevalent and your ability to be proud of your
history does not seem apparent. All you see around you is forced obedience and a new form of
slavery. If you are in the north, you have enjoyed the freedoms of being a proud AfricanAmerican on your own terms without needing some extra force to help boost your selfconfidence or worth. Depending on where you lived regionally, your experience was bound to be
different from those that did not live where you did. The hopes and aspirations of AfricanAmericans never changed but in turn shifted depending on where you are located. The
importance of historical relevance and representation was based on the education and location of
which you lived.
Handy is definitely a part of the ‘Talented Tenth’ and he felt responsible to remind
everyone of their worth and those that came before in order for the freedoms that are being
experienced today can truly exist.
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CHAPTER THREE: ART SONGS BY W.C. HANDY

The works of W.C. Handy can be seen on display throughout Unsung Americans Sung.
His compositions are featured in children songs, choral works and Art Songs. As a composer of
the blues, these art songs sound a little different from what you would come to expect of the
‘Father of the Blues.’ This chapter will explore the different art songs that have been composed
or co-composed featuring Handy. All of the art songs have some jazz influences, which is not
uncommon of African-American classical literature, but his approach to each song is more
European influenced in style.
William Christopher Handy (1873-1958) was born to freed slaves in Florence, Alabama.
His father was a pastor of the local AME Zion Church.21 Handy attended school at a very young
age through the age of 19. Although his father wanted him to be a teacher, Handy wanted to be a
composer and musician. During school is when he took his first studies in music and later in life
he played in a number of brass bands. As Handy grew older, he continued to compose and
created his first work “The Memphis Blues” which is still noted to this day. Handy is primarily a
blues composer with a number of famous works that have been performed by some of the greats
in jazz throughout history. He also bought the rights and copy writes to other songs as well as
helped promote and publish different works of artists. He was great friends with William Grant
Still, a great African-American composer. Handy remained friends with him until his death in
1958. W.C. Handy was born with some issues with his sight. Over the years his eye sight was
bad, and he went blind for a short time before receiving his sight again. He permanently lost his
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sight after an accident where he fell onto the train tracks in New York. Handy continued working
and performing well into the 1950’s. Handy is undoubtedly one of the early pioneers of modernday jazz and his foundation continues to be studied today.
Of the art songs composed by Handy only one piece, “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” is
co-composed. The other three works are solely composed by Handy. There are also other choral
works in the book in which he composed or co-composed. Handy’s works continue to inspire
although these works are not in the style in which he is most known.

“LINCOLN’S GETTYSBURG ADDRESS”22
Voicing
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty23
Location

For Contralto or Baritone
1943
Abraham Lincoln
Jean Stor and W.C. Handy
Bb3 - F5
Hard
page 125

Table 3.1 “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” at a glance
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About Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address
Lincoln’s famed address given on the battlefield at in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania during
the Civil War. The impact of the speech remains a topic of study and discussion for students
across the country. Lincoln’s resolve was one of hope in which he believed that all deserve the
chance to be free. In fact, the reason for giving the speech was to commemorate and honor those
who died in battle no matter what side they died on. In death, Lincoln looked to life and the
understanding and redefining the founding father’s intention that “all men are created equal.”
Although this was hard for some to take in the message is a reminder that the foundation of the
country rested in the hands of all men not ‘some’ men. What makes the address special is that he
used the words of the constitution to help inspire the masses. Lincoln also understands his limits
and although he is alive, it is the people that died that have truly dedicated the ground. What is
interesting is that Lincoln believed that no one would remember what happened there on the
battlefield but the address and the battle are one of the most remember battles of the Civil War.
About Jean Stor
Jean Stor, also known as William Astor Morgan (1890-1961), is an American composer
and arranger. Some of his works include anthems, operetta, large orchestral pieces as well as art
songs and spirituals. Although there are a number of works listed for him, there is no recognition
of his work on “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” except for in the confines of Unsung Americans
Sung. The collaboration with W.C. Handy helped bring about a work that is the first solo setting
of this text.

Text:

24

1] Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a
new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are
created equal.
[2] Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any
nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great
battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final
resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is
altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.
[3] But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate-we can not consecrate-we can not
hallow-this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have
consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little
note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did
here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work
which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to
be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us-that from these honored
dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full
measure of devotion-that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have
died in vain-that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom-and
that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from
the earth.

Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
As the son of a slave, it is understandable that Handy would include a solo setting of the
speech within the book. It is honoring the past by having these words exposed to a new
generation because it was Lincoln that was attributed to freeing the slaves. The postReconstruction African-American was still a strong believer in the Republican party. AfricanAmericans believed that the ‘Party of Lincoln’ was their best choice as it relates to any political
ideals. In the south, in particular, former plantation owners were allowed to run for office about 5
years after the Confederacy lost. All of these Politian’s were Democrats because it was the
opposite of anything that the slave would support. Lincoln was viewed as the savior of the
African-American and with that comes a loyalty and admonishment that cannot be broken.
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Lincoln’s address gave the slave purpose and long after Emancipation, African-Americans held
on to the dream of purpose and freedom.

Musical Reflection on Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address
The overall composition of the song changes moods just like the speech itself. The
melody is through composed. The song changes meter, tempo and key regularly throughout the
piece. There is however a musical gesture that links the piece together. Figure 3.1 shows the
beginning of the piece as well as the continued theme that happens throughout the piece.

Figure 3.1 “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” theme in Eb major24

This theme appears four times throughout the piece, besides the very beginning. When the theme
appears, the text is either the beginning words of the speech or it is speaking about life and our
responsibility. The theme appears in a different key only once and the is when the text speaks of
‘life.’ The theme is used before transitioning to another key and the more somber text that relates
to the inability to truly dedicate the ground because the men that have died have already done
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that. Figure 3.2 shows the fragmented theme in Gb major being used as a transition back to Eb
major. The melody is somewhat fragmented and changes as the transition to the new key
happens.

Figure 3.2 “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” theme in Gb major25

The address also has one distinct musical gesture that symbolizes the battle and march of
the men that died. This can be seen in Figure 3.3 in which the eighth note is repeated in a pattern.
The thirds are moving in a step wise motion downward. There are block chords that are creating
a drone-like stability for the moving eighth notes. This musical gesture can be related to the way
bagpipe is voiced except in this case the block chord shifts harmonically.

Figure 3.3 “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” war theme26
25
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The accompaniment is taking on the character of the battle and setting the scene for what
is to come. As the music progresses the eighth note pattern turns into a sixteenth note pattern and
the block cords become quarter notes moving simultaneously. The melody however remains
calm and resolved throughout these more picturesque moments in the accompaniment. The
address ends with resolve with a repeated eighth note drone on Bb. The repeated notes symbolize
the continued fight that will happen until victory as been attained. The piece is very character
driven and requires the singer to present the subtext of the words in a way that inspires and
encourages those who hear it. The difficulty lies in the continued shifts within the piece which
represent a battle of sorts, one of the physical and the other of the mind. Handy and Stor
understand the importance of Lincoln and the attempt to remind those that are performing it to
embody the ideals that it sets forth culminates within the piece. As a performer, it is important to
note that the sung melody line works independent to the musical accompaniment. It is composed
with the accompaniment setting the scene and offering its own story while the singer delivers the
text in such a way that one can see Gettysburg for themselves.
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“OPPORTUNITY”27
Voicing
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty
Location

For Medium Voice
1944
Walter Malone
W.C. Handy (by permission)
D4 - F5
Medium
page 178

Table 3.2 “Opportunity” at a glance

About “Opportunity”
“Opportunity” centers around the theme of struggle and resolve. The text reflects the
internal conflict that happens when an opportunity presents itself and the doubt that also comes
with those emotions. The story being presented is from the view point of someone who is
pleading for those that wish to run should. The mood of the piece is sad with moments of
despair. By the end though a new character arises that is sure and stable with the decisions made.
The ending imposes a sense of glory pride and hope.

About Walter Malone
Walter Malone (1866-1915) was an American writer born in Mississippi. He was a
lawyer and a judge in Tennessee until his death. He is most known for his lyric “Opportunity,”
on which this piece is based. One noticeable fact is that his name was not listed on the list of
collaborators for the book.28 This is explained by the “by permission” that is underneath W.C.
27
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Handy’s name on the piece itself. Since he was already dead there was no way to work with him
so W.C. Handy composed the piece independently of commission or collaboration.

Text:
They do me wrong who say I come no more
When once I knock and fail to find you in
Find ev’ry day I stand outside your door
And bid you wake and rise and fight and win.
Wail not for precious chances passed away
Weep not for Golden Ages on the wane
Each night I burn the records of the day
At sunrise ev’ry soul is born again.
Laugh like a boy at splendors that have sped
To vanished joys be blind and deaf and dumb
My judgements seal the dead past with it’s dead.
And never bind a moment yet to come.
Though deep in mire wring not your hands and weep
I lend my arms to all who say I can
No shame faced outcast ever sank so deep.
But yet might rise and be again a man
Art thou a mourner
Rouse thee from thy spell
Art thou a sinner
Sins may be forgiven
Each morning brings thee wings to flee from Hell
Each night a star to guide they feet to Heaven
Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
For most people reading this text for the first time, the idea of slavery and escaping
slavery are very foreign ideas. The understanding that running was a huge risk for one person but
more for multiple people. Just like Harriet Tubman there were people that continuously
experienced running away from slavery and just like in “Opportunity” one has to be the voice of
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reason and encouragement. The tradition was that a signal would be made, and someone would
show up to make the plea for anyone who wanted to escape slavery. Some of course did run but
others did not. Either way the plea was always made by someone to run. The text of
“Opportunity” is from the voice of that person who is pleading for others to run. Those who
asked others to run were strong and convincing but very realistic about the dangers that they face
both their resolve was assured that the risk was worth taking.

Musical Reflection on Opportunity
“Opportunity” is strophic in texture with some leaps and arpeggiations. The overall
harmonic tone of the piece is mostly consonant. One of the more interesting musical gestures can
be found in Figure 3.4 where the music completely comes to a stop in the middle of the phrase.
The reasoning for this all stop is possibly the person pleading pausing because he heard a noise
or thought someone was coming. Either way this stop in the middle of the phrase implies that
something more happened and that the content of which he is saying is very important. This does
not happen again within the piece. The closest that happens is a fermata over the word ‘rouse’
and ‘feet.’

Figure 3.4 “Opportunity” grand pause29
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The one other deviation from the strophic nature of the song is when the speaker becomes
a little more biblical and asks if the person is a mourner or sinner. The change in texture allows
the performer to ask the hard questions and help inspire those who may be unsure of their own
resolve. This can be viewed in Figure 3.5, both the mourner and sinner statements use this scaled
back musical gesture that has not been used before. The music has shifted from the previous
sounds and out of nowhere this new energized statement is sung. The aim of which is to pierce
the hears of those that want to fun or are unsure in order to help them get to ‘Heaven.’

Figure 3.5 “Opportunity” change in texture30

“Opportunity” is very expressive in the vocal line and to enhance to movement of the
piece, it has been edited with dynamic markings to help shape the phrases and accentuate certain
words. The song embodies the feeling of anguish and hope. The beauty comes from the
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relationship between the accompaniment and the vocal line. The use of extended chords helps to
color the phrases and adds to the emotion of the text.

“WHEN THE BLACK MAN HAS A NATION OF HIS OWN”31
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty
Location

1925
J.M. Miller32
W.C. Handy
B3 - E5
Easy
page 209

Table 3.3 “When The Black Man has a Nation of His Own” at a glance

About “When the Black Man has a Nation of His Own”
“When the Black Man has a Nation of His Own” is a striking song that has a very blues
inspired melodic rhythm. The music is simple in nature and the mood of the piece is very laid
back. It is only when the final declarative sentence is sung, that the music slightly shifts although
it only happens in the vocal line. The text really is important because it speaks of self-love
prosperity. Looking at people with a blind eye to race and accepting them for who they are. The
song is not about anti-American thoughts but rather the creation of a new world and flag where
everyone can live under the same banner with the same opportunities and success. This piece
speaks to Handy’s hope for a unified world that does not see race but brotherhood.
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Text:
Verse 1
We are praying for the day,
And it can’t be far away,
When our People from all corners of the world,
Will be gathered in one Land,
Heart to heart and hand to hand, where a flag that’s all our own has been unfurled.
Verse 2
When the great day does arrive,
Earnestly must we all strive,
So the world will feel our influence for right,
We must triumph over wrong,
Prove to all that we are strong, and that justice reigns and right alone is might.
Chorus
When a friendly sun smiles alike on ev’ry one,
Where the people great and small are all one race,
Just remember You! And You! In ev’ry thing you say and do,
By good deeds the world will judge and fix our place,
And we shall be small or great,
And the world will love or hate,
As our love of God and righteousness are show,
For we must prove what we can do,
What we’ll be will rest with you,
When The Black Man Has A Nation Of His Own.
Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
The text is so clear in its intent to encourage the African-American to be folded into the
society in which he lives. During this time there were still struggles with race and Jim Crow
laws, this song serves as a reminder that we are foreigners in a land that is now called home. The
idea behind have your own space is important. In fact, the text of this piece did happen with the
creation of ‘Black Wallstreet’ before it was burned down. The idea that with some hope and
mutual respect, it is possible for a nation to be created that the African-American can truly own
with a flag it can be proud of. The reference to the flag in the text is so important because before
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slavery everyone knew their culture and tribe. But post slavery there was no unified knowledge
of the past and the culture that was had in African. The African-American continues to search for
its identity and referencing the flag and rights is one way that a people could become unified

Musical Reflections on “When the Black Man has a Nation of His Own”
The character of the piece uses a dotted eighth note followed by a sixteenth note to give a
sense of stride or waling throughout the piece. As seen in Figure 3.6, this rhythmic gesture is
what guides the melody. The melody itself is simple and rememberable. The rhythmic structure
models that of the figures seen in the forward. The melodies simplicity allows for the text to
really be heard.

Figure 3.6 “When the Black Man has a Nation of His Own” excerpt33

This piece is composed with two versus and a chorus that is repeated. The songs really
does not have a climax. The piece does not offer any variations to the melody and the constant
walking pattern suggests that this is not a highly elevated piece of music. Although it is a standalone song, this piece is very relaxed in nature and gives a reminder to other laid back song of
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the day like “Singing in the Rain.” There is no real drive, but it does have a familiar sound and a
rhythm that is very welcoming. Overall, the piece does not pose any real difficulty, but the text is
what is hard to understand because if you have never wished for a nation to belong to other than
the Americans, then the piece loses some of its power and relatability to those that believe in the
American flag and the nation in which they live.

“VESUVIUS”34
Copyright 1935
Text by

Andy Razaf

Music by

W.C. Handy

Range

E4 - F5

Difficulty

Medium

Location

page 231

Table 3.4 “Vesuvius” at a glance

About “Vesuvius”
The story presented in the piece can only be summed up with the prayer at the end of the
poem. The view of “Vesuvius” is undoubtedly the view of soldiers from World War II during the
eruption of Vesuvius during the fighting. The lights of the bombs are mixed with the fog and
haze of the erupting volcano. As the final piece in the book, “Vesuvius” is reminder that no
matter the issues at home, there is always a bigger war being fought. The stillness of this piece
sets the mood for a truly emotional and reverent experience. The piece uses different moments of
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word painting to describe the scene that is being set in Italy at this time. Handy was a big
supporter of the troops and any African-American men that served in the forces. This is the only
piece in the book that sums up war while its happening to its conclusion. The beauty of the final
lines of the piece sum up the overall mood and prayer of all those that have or will experience
war.

Text
There’s a red glow in the sky above Vesuvius
And once more the troubled earth is racked with pain
As the fires of hate flame high above Vesuvius
And war’s volcano belches forth again
There’s a red glow in the sky above Vesuvius
Four horsemen ride and leave their crimson stain
While the happy vultures fly above Vesuvius
This time their vigil will not be in vain
There’s da wail of deep despair above Vesuvius
The bitter cries of loved ones left at home
Who mourn their dead somewhere above Vesuvius
The fallen and misguided sons of Rome
O God above, look down upon Vesuvius,
And let the light of love shine through again.
Dispel the clouds hat frown upon Vesuvius,
And make the sky a peaceful blue again.

Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
This text is refereeing to the battles and war of World War I. While in Italy, the fires and
vultures that are being described are bombs and planes that are flying in the air. The line that
sums up the ideas of this narrative are ‘The fallen and misguided sons of Rome.’ The feeling that
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Italy, in particular Stalin, were misguided is the overall feeling that radiates through the piece.
The impact of the first war was very deep for the African American. While away fighting abroad,
Jim Crow Laws had begun to divided the nation again. The freedoms to fight for one’s country
did not afford him equal rights or opportunities as others. The text speaks of peace and love as
not only the war abroad but also the war at home as well.

Musical Reflection on “Vesuvius”
The word painting that is apparent throughout the piece is the gesture seen at the very
beginning of the vocal line (Figure 3.7). The melody leaps up and down to mimic the flames of a
fire. With the continued movement of the chromatic line, flames continue to be present until the
second half of the piece. This musical gesture also paints the picture of a fight or agitation. The
figure also shows how the accompaniment perpetuates this melodic gesture

Figure 3.7 “Vesuvius” excerpt35
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. There is a moment in the middle of the piece when the style is more recitative which is
in contrast from what came before. This section speaks of sadness, loss and loneliness as the
‘vultures’ or planes circle around and fight. It speaks of death and the trembling of those that are
dying or will die in the near future. The last stanzas of the piece are very solemn and the
accompaniment is scaled back so that the text can be sung with reverence. The melody is still
and the piece ends with an ascension to the sky with peace. “Vesuvius” is not as hard as other
pieces, but it does offer the performer to allow the audience into a more transparent and
reflective place.
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CHAPTER FOUR: ART SONGS BY COLLABORATORS

The following chapter is dedicated to presenting the works of those collaborative
composers in the Unsung Americans Sung. The men and women highlighted offer different
perspectives and textures that may not be found in the aforementioned works. The collection of
works are the only four stand-alone art songs in the book, outside of Handy’s works, and range
from serious to uplifting text. As we have previously experienced in Unsung Americans Sung,
the music may vary in difficulty and musical expectation. The pieces represented in this chapter,
show the diversity that exists among the creator that contributed to the book.

“ANIMA ANCEPS”36
Dedicated to
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty
Location

Roscoe Simmons
1944
Andy Razaf
James P. Johnson
D4 - E5 (A5 optional)
Easy
page 12

Table 4.1 “Anima Anceps” at a glance
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About “Anima Anceps”
“Anima Anceps” is a short one-page song that is the first example how the ABCs can be
used to compose a completely different piece and incorporate a rhythmic structure. Although this
piece is not musically complex, its message is important as it relates to the African-American.
The understanding that you have to take all of the negative things that could happen in the world
and then add your own, is essential the plight of the Negro, and is a very disturbing message; but
it then realizes that with the bad comes the good because it is important that the Negro never lose
his song. The idea that within this culture African-Americans never lose sight of who they are
and the power held is a very strong message. This piece seeks to teach self-worth in a familiar
view. The scope of the piece goes beyond one’s own understanding of worth and care but also
the outside perspective that leads to others empathizing with the African-American. As the first
piece presented in the book, it shows how W.C. Handy views the music in which he has curated
and how the subjects will range from that of hardship to uplift.

About James P. Johnson
James P. Johnson (1894-1955)37 was an American composer of jazz, classical and
popular music. As a pianist he was one of the innovators that helped with the transition from
ragtime to jazz. As a composer he wrote a number of symphonic works and one opera. His
compositions are most famous among jazz composers, but his compositional reach is throughout
many genres. He is considered one of the most underrated composers and pianists of his time.
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About Andy Razaf
Andy Razaf (1895-1973) was an American lyricist born in Washington D.C. His early
writing style centered on the injustices of racial inequality. His text to “Honeysuckle Rose” is by
far one of his most famous and recognizable and his collaboration with Fats Waller was praised
and accredited to him at the end of the movie Tin Pan Alley. He continued to write until his
death. Any Razaf was considered one of the great lyricists of his time. He worked with a number
of ‘big-name’ artists of his time, most notably J.C. Johnson, Eubie Blake, Ethel Waters, Louis
Armstrong and Paul Denniker. Other major collaborators were James P. Johnson and W. C.
Handy, which can be seen in Unsung American Sung. Razaf’s reach in the music continues to be
felt today. A number of works that are still performed today have been written by Razaf. His
ability to not only work with famed African-American composers but also those not of African
descent, makes him one of the more important lyricists of our time.

Text:
Take all the pain which the world has known,
Its bitterness and care,
Then add to it that of your own,
And you’ll have the Negro’s share.
Take all the light from the golden sun;
Each little ray apart,
The laugh of the stream, the song of the bird,
And you’ll have the Negro’s heart.
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Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
The relationship to of the words to that of the African-American situation is bathed in
southern tradition. The hardships spoken of can be any human actions like homelessness, famine,
and despair. The poem believe that you take those different situations and then you add the fact
that racism exists so there is a lack of pay and opportunity, then you have what then AfricanAmerican experience. How you get to the heart though is through the beauty of the earth, the
laugh of the family and the sounds you hear around you, then you have the heart of the AfricanAmerican. It is as much about pulling your weight and having a chance to succeed as it is taking
time to enjoy life. The perspective of the African-American is one of hard decisions and
livelihood but the beauty that is found is family and God.

Musical Reflection on “Anima Anceps”
“Anima Anceps” is an anthem of good will. The melody is not difficult but does offer
phrasing for the performer to plainly deliver the text. The accompaniment is hymn-like, as seen
in Figure 4.1. The introductory phrase of music introduces the theme of the melodic line as well
as sets the tone for the singer to begin. The piece is short and concise with only two stanzas. The
musical phrases repeat with a varied ending. As the simplest of the pieces, the text is the most
important to understand.
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Figure 4.1 “Anima Anceps” excerpt38

The form of the melody is ABAB1 with a half cadence and finishing on an authentic
cadence. This is the first piece in the book, and although it is a stand-alone art song it is more
reflective of the outline that W.C. Handy wanted to highlight for young singers or children. The
generalness of the piece does make one question if there are more in-depth pieces in the book,
but I would argue that Anima Anceps ranks low on the scale of skill because it is a beginner’s art
song. It can be seen that once a young singer or child has sung and learned some of the children’s
melodies, this piece would be the next step of evolution, offering more of a challenge but still
lending itself to an easier approach.
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“A SOLDIER’S PRAYER”39
Dedicated to
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty
Location

All the men who are fighting the double battle
1943
Cecilia V. Violenes
Clarence M. Jones
C4 - E5
Easy
page 23

Table 4.2 “A Soldier’s Prayer” at a glance

About “A Soldier’s Prayer”
This prayer is only a segment of three stanzas of a nine-stanza poem. The entire poem
outlines the doubt and fear that comes from military service except it outlines the internal
conflict that is created by two different battles happening; the battle for freedom as it relates to
the country and the obligation one has to the states and the other, a battle of freedom as it relates
to equality and acceptance. The continued discussion in the poem debates the need for fighting in
an unjust war because of the war that happens every day for people of color. These ideas have
not changed as it relates to recent shoots and prejudice that is experienced by people of color.
The idea that one must stay strong and fight in other battles so that the battles at home can be
won is just and noble. The understanding that people of color are embedded within the fabric of
all-American life is a reality that A Soldier’s Prayer continues to bring forth. The three stanzas
used however speak to the latter with less detail but more focus on why we fight. Overall doubt
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is eliminated throughout the piece because the important part is that one must fight for freedom
no matter where it may be.

About Clarence M. Jones
Clarence M. Jones (1889-1949) was an American composer and pianist who specialized
in ragtime and later jazz. He composed a variety of works including jazz, classical, orchestral
and popular music. He was based out of Chicago, IL and his ability to add syncopation within his
playing made him stand out from the rest. He was a very good friend of Handy and his family
took care of Handy when needed.

About Cecilia V. Violenes
Very little is known about Cecilia V. Violenes considering that her poem A Colored
Soldier’s Prayer was first published in 1942 in a high school yearbook. The inscription that exists
below the poem within Unsung American Sung states that she handed the poem to W.C. Handy
and he then gave it to Clarence M. Jones to set to music. Handy must have been deeply moved
by the words of the poem and he could see its importance in honoring the troops with this tribute.

Text:
(1)Dear God, I’m Asking you tonight
To keep me as I pray.
I’d like to feel that as I fight
You’re with me all the way.
The call to arms I followed,
Because I thought it right.
The cause itself seemed hallowed
In all my people’s sight.
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Perhaps I’m just a fool
To risk my life again;
Maybe I’m just a tool
For bigger, craftier men.
Maybe I’m cannon fodder
Some people say it’s so,
They ask, “Why do you bother
When your glory will be woe?”
But I’ve a strong conviction
That this is our fight,
I’d give the lie to fiction
Two wrongs don’t make a right.
Freedom will never be ours
If we stand idly by.
This is no time to cower
It’s a case of “do or die.”
(2)And when this war is over
For myself I want no glory,
But Great God, I pray with fervor
That we’ll have a different story.
That my people then may stand,
To face the rising Sun,
In one great united band
And know a new day’s begun.
(3)That’s why I fight, Dear God
I hope that I’m not wrong;
And before I rest beneath the sod
May we all sing freedom’s song.
AMEN40

Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
Handy was very sure of the relationship between the soldier and those fighting for
equality here in the states. Most African-Americans that served, faced hardships and persecution.
40
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The words of this poem, written by a high schooler, resonate to the Soldier’s experience. It is
possible that Violenes had a brother that was in the armed forces and asked him about his
experience. These words of doubt mixed with assured, can be felt by any person that has gone
into war. The full poem sets the scene for a moment of reflection and question as time
progresses. The hope is that both wars that are being fought will cease to exist in the future.
Although these fights are still being fought today, just a different kind of war. The book and
poem were both comprised during World War II and served as another vehicle to honor those
that were risking their lives.

Musical Reflection on “A Soldier’s Prayer”
Just like any prayer that would be spoken, “A Soldier’s Prayer” is very simplistic in its
compositional style. The musical language of the piece is very straight forward with an
introduction and pick up. The musical line—like in “Anima Anceps”—is simplistic although
through-composed. The concept of the melody is very similar to the examples of how Handy
proposed learning music. It follows the ‘ABC’ outline almost to the point with some changes.
This piece ranks a tad higher because the repeated melody that one would expect is accentuated
by rhythmic notation, comparatively. Essentially the accompaniment drives the piece allowing
for the prayer to be sung with reverence. The high point of the piece is seen in Figure 4.2.
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Figure 4.2 “A Soldier’s Prayer” excerpt41

The musical line moves to the word “God” as a plea. The eighth note followed two
sixteenths ascending on the word ‘Great’, offers climax within the prayer and is moving upward
as if to understand that there is nothing else that he as a soldier can do. Coincidently this is the
most interesting part of the piece. This piece is great for a young singer that is trying to learn
expression and characterization. The piece requires one to understand the view point of which
you pray as well as why the prayer is happening.
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“TRADITION”42
Dedicated to
Copyright
Text and Music by
Arranged by
Range
Difficulty
Location

Hall Johnson
1935
Ismay Andrews
Hall Johnson
G3 - G5
Hard
page 171

Table 4.3 “Tradition” at a glance

About “Tradition”
“Tradition” speaks to how we do things as a culture. There are a bunch of different
traditions that exist throughout the world. One of the biggest is weddings. People spend lots of
money just to mark and celebrate one day in which they become legally connected to someone
else. Some go so far as to spend money that they really do not have in order to have ‘The Perfect
Wedding’, but in some ways we are slaves to weddings. We may not be able to afford them but
any other alternative than that special day is not acceptable. This is one type of slavery. There is
no choice and one can attempt to break free but it is to no avail because you come back to the
very thing that has been enslaving you the entire time. This song looks to remind and educate
others about the dangers of traditions because at some point they can become burdens and they
are done because ‘that is how it has always been done’ versus trying something new that moves
forward to the next thing. “Tradition is very intuitive in a lot of different ways and offers new
meaning and understanding on how we as humans are slaves to society without realizing it.
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About Ismay Andrews
Ismay Andrews was a dance teacher in New York and a playwright as well. She
composed “Tradition” but famed composer Hall Johnson arranged the piece and it was also
dedicated to him.

Text:
Why should this thing depress me,
This thing oppress me,
Bleed me to my very soul?
Why should these chains confine me,
These chains that bind me,
To a Fate decreed, forbidden?
There’s reason for frettin’
Only pain I am gettin’.
My heart is bleendin’ and Im’ needin’ sympathy.
I seek compassion to be rid of this passion.
My conscience is stricken,
I’m weary and I sicken of this misery.
Take away this delusion.
I’ve formed a conclusion
That I’ve been cheated, mistreated,
No justice has been meted out to me!
Now, like a giant,
I am defiant,
On my courage I am reliant,
To be rid of this misery.
I’m goin’ter break these chains and runaway,
Goin’ter free my self today.
Goin’ter stand on my two feet,
And laugh at danger that I meet.
The Lord up in Heaven will be sendin’ down fire to inspire
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Evil thoughts that conspire such treason without reason,
Like a plague that is easin’ on me, Po’ me!
It’s my soul that is crying.
My soul that’s dying,
I’m heavy laden in misery
And I’m calculatin’
This thing I’m hatin’
These chain that bind po’ me
I feel myself slippin’.
Icy hands agrippin’
At my throat, Eyes that gloat.
“Tis my honest admission,
I’m a slave to tradition,
Tradition has made me a slave!

Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
“Tradition” seeks to give insight into the mindset of the slave, post-emancipation.
Although the slave was free, he still was a slave to the culture. “Tradition” outlines the idea of
freedom as it is related to the slave and being owned and promotes the idea of self-worth only to
present that the real thing that one is a slave to is the traditions that are being held on to that
burden the culture. This is the mindset that fuels the idea of indentured servants and others that
were attempting to navigate life post-slavery and post-Reconstruction. These traditional mindsets
were continued through the 1950’s and 1960’s as well. The ideas of working in homes and
serving others were a part of the older generation because that is what they have been doing all
their lives or that is what their parents did. The final line of the text speaks to the future of the
culture and serves as a warning for being too tied to tradition and the acknowledgement and
realization that although one can be physically freed, they can still be subconsciously a slave.
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The idea of evolution is relatively new to African-Americans but adapting is not. Most AfricanAmericans adapted to the culture and survival but still kept a number of traditions. The younger
African-American generation were creating new traditions while a number of older traditions
were dying off, simply because society and the need for some of the traditions were not
important anymore. Some people to this day continues to strive to have different traditions and in
turn have become slaves to that new tradition because it has evolved in a way that is more
damaging then helpful.

Musical Reflection on “Tradition”
“Tradition” is an aria-like song with different musical sections and interludes. This song
was originally composed with dance choreography in mind. The first although there are no
transcripts of what this dance choreography looked like. This does make sense being that Ismay
Andrews is a dancer, but the dance is interpreted by Emilia Ceasar. The song begins with a
brightly played fanfare and then out of the blue it slows down. The text of the piece drives the
melody an though the different sections change there are some wonderful moments of word
painting as seen in Figure 4.3. The triplet gesture seen is to mimic the walking of the giant and
how defiant the music is. In contrast the, accompaniment is chording on beats 1 and 3 to give a
sense of large steps being taken by the giant.
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Figure 4.3 “Tradition” ‘giant’ excerpt43

Right before the ending, when the text is in self-realization after ‘Po me’, there is a full
musical interlude. This moment in the music is so that the mindset can change from self-pity to
self-worth. Also, this is the dance moment that is important in telling the story. The piano
moment as shown in Figure 4.4, allows the dancer to find new purpose before the text resounds.
The beauty of this moment is that the piano becomes the character and gives a new account of
the resolve that can be found throughout the ending.
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Figure 4.4 “Tradition” dance interlude44

The ending of this piece seems to not be able to break the grasps of slavery in its
compositional style and rhythmic figures that have been presented before like the ‘giant music.’
As the text reads ‘Tradition has made me a slave’ the singer is required to access the top parts of
their voice to say aloud the one thing they wish to not be true. The text requires you to find a
deep dark place and shine light on the things you find to be slave binding so that the overall
mood of the piece is presented in a way that touches everyone’s soul and makes them question
their own slavery.
This piece is one of the more involved pieces within the book. The vocal requirements
and the understanding of the text are paramount to performing the piece as the level at which it is
meant to be performed. As a performer, it is good to keep in mind that this piece was composed
with a singer and dancer or dancers, so leaving room for expression is key when approaching the
piece. The overall feeling of the piece switches moods and lenses as it relates to the relationship
of the person to the text.
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“THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS”45
Copyright
Text by
Music by
Range
Difficulty
Location

1942
Langston Hughes
Margaret Bonds
A3 - F#5
Hard
page 188

Table 4.4 “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” at a glance

About “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”
The Negro Speaks of Rivers is Langston Hughes’s first published work in the magazine
of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People entitled Crisis. The poem
also appeared in Hughes’ first book, The Weary Blues which has to pay homage to W.C.
Handy’s “Memphis Blues.” Margaret Bonds worked with Langston Hughes to set the poem to
music. Originally Margaret Bonds wanted Marian Anderson to premiere the piece but after she
declined it was Etta Moten that first sang it. “Rivers”—as she called it—was then adapted into
choral arrangements. The presence of this stand-alone piece is a part of the overall promotion of
the piece. Both Bonds and Hughes sought to promote the piece heavily with the Handy Brothers.
Bonds and Hughes were proud of this piece and it held a special place for Margaret Bonds being
that it was one of the first poems that introduced her to the works of Hughes. Their collaboration
to create this piece marks an important time in Bond’s career as she goes on to set few other of
Hughes works to music. The emotional tie to “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is the AfricanAmericans’ relationship to rivers be it in Africa, like the Nile River, or America, Like the
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Mississippi River. Both play a significant role for each civilization and the river is what we
equate to the growth and development of jazz as well as freedom.

About Margaret Bonds
Margaret Bonds (1913-1972) was an American composer whose works have been sung
by numerous vocalists. A graduate of Northwestern University and student and close friend of
Florence Price, Bonds is a composer of art song, choral, orchestral, stage and piano works. Her
influence as a composer can be felt through her moving song cycles and spirituals. Her works are
defined by her use of extended chords and playful musical gestures that give a ‘scenic’
expression to her works. She collaborated with Langston Hughes directly to compose this piece
that was a stand along outside of Unsung Americans Sung. It most notably is a choral work, but
the solo work is what has been shared in the book.

About Langston Hughes
Langston Hughes (1902-1967) is by far one of the most well-known poets of the 20th
century. He wrote hundreds of poems and verse. His works center on the struggles and glories of
people of color. He was influential in the Harlem Renaissance and continues to be a beacon of
hope through his words left behind. “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is his first published work
from 1921. Because of his relationship with Margaret Bonds, this setting of his text is special in
that he had a hand in its creation.
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Text:
I’ve known rivers:
I’ve known rivers ancient as the world and older than the
Flow of human blood in human veins.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.
I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young.
I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep.
I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it.
I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln
went down to New Orleans, and I’ve seen its muddy
bosom turn all golden in the sunset.
I’ve known rivers:
Ancient, dusky rivers.
My soul has grown deep like the rivers.

Cultural Relevance and Impact of the Text
“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” is a timeless poem that first brought Langston Hughes into
prominence. His use of words to describe freedom with a relationship to Africa is an important
step towards connecting the generations together. The separation from slavery was felt as the
Harlem Renaissance flourished but these words remind us that the connection to where one
comes from only enhances their narrative and does not detract from it. In truth Hughes clarifies
the responsibilities and contributions of African-Americans throughout history. The attributes of
the African culture remind the reader that the history you know may not truly reflect the truth of
who has been attributed and how they look. Then mention of Lincoln is yet another nod to
influence and impact Lincoln had on the African-American people. The text also hints to those of
the past, understanding that a soul can grow deep like a river if it honors those of the past that
influenced, sacrificed and inspired the generations after to understand freedom and justice.

58

Musical Reflection on “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”

Figure 4.5 “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” beginning excerpt46

The make-up of this song has everything to do with text painting. From the beginning of
the piece, shown in Figure 4.5, the piano creates this scene of the sun rising and the river
constantly flowing in the left hand. When the melody line enters, it is the third layer that gives a
slight wave and rock to the water. The beginning is a testament to the way in which the river has
multiple levels and depths. The line ‘My soul has grown deep like the rivers’ is reminiscing of
the spiritual. The use of the pentatonic scale in the melody line give a scene of sounds that have
been inherently heard before. The accompaniment forgets its rhythmic gesture during this
moment because the melody is moving toward the ‘bank of the river.’ This symbolic moment
happens again at the restatement of the line and can be seen in Figure 4.6.
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Figure 4.6 “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” ‘my soul’ excerpt47

The piece stays with the river theme throughout the piece expect for when it changes to
the sounds of the river. Bonds sets the scene of a river boat floating down the Mississippi. The
music shifts to a ragtime, walking bass style of writing. This interjection is a way for the present
to exist within the past. The melody line shifts into a more contemporary melodic style that has
not been used through the piece. Bonds offers that this section should be tender with the left hand
imitating the picked bass as shown in Figure 4.7.
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Figure 4.7 “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” ragtime excerpt48

The mood of the piece demands that the performer understands the importance of the
river and of the style that is being presented. The difficulty comes in the text and understanding
the sub context of the piece. The melodic gestures in the piece are somewhat difficult with
enharmonic and leaps throughout the piece. Bonds also convers a large span of the range and
requires the performer to have a great extended top as well as bottom.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION

Unsung Americans Sung is a staple for all Americans. This look into the pioneers of a
time lost still finds relevance today as society continues to deal with division and acceptance.
The foresight of W.C. Handy to create a book that encapsulates the overall experience, mood and
perspective of people of color into a learning and growth model, is amazing. His ability to bring
together numerous amounts of people to tell stories that are pointed in pride and freedom while
commemorating those that collaborated on the book as well is astonishing. All of the works
within this book deserve their chance to tell their story and offer their perspective. The selected
pieces chosen in this paper however as a glimpse into the future of unearthing the works of the
past, in order to aid with the push for the future.
These works represent the ideas that numerous composers and editors have recently had
about works of people of color. Recently, there has been a lot of focus on African American
women composers and anthologies that have a mix of composers and their works. This book,
although older, remains a first of its kind. It has answered the call of being a representation of the
African American culture while sparking pride of one’s culture. When these works are read and
presented, it changes the fabric of how people of color look at themselves and ultimately the
world.
In conclusion, this book is the future by revealing the past. Each work represented was
commissioned to aid in the overall strength of the culture and representation of that culture to the
masses. The highlighted pieces are a beacon of musical excellence that has been a part of the
culture for years. The understanding of why these pieces exist and the messages they are saying,
is the start of dialogues about composers that should be continually taught and assigned within
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our schools of music and vocal studios. This paper was not meant to discuss all of the works
within the book, seeing that a number of the works are for children, but it was meant to highlight
those works that can be educationally and professionally adapted into the canon of songs
performed and presented on recital and concerts. The impact that this book could have on
students of color could enhance programs and give students the confidence to go as far as they
can within this musical art.
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APPENDIX A – WRITTEN DOCUMENTS OF
UNSUNG AMERICANS SUNG

Figure A.1 Unsung Americans Sung Table of Contents49

49

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 11.
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Figure A.2 List of Contributors from Unsung Americans Sung50

50

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 9.
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Figure A.3 Bibliography of Unsung Americans Sung page 151

51

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 235.
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Figure A.4 Bibliography of Unsung Americans Sung page 252

52

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 236.
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Figure A.5 Dedication in Unsung Americans Sung53

53

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 5.
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Figure A.6 Foreword of Unsung Americans Sung page 154

54

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 6.
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Figure A.7 Foreword of Unsung Americans Sung page 255

55

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 7.
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Figure A.8 “Recession” from Unsung Americans Sung56

56

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 228.
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APPENDIX B – COVER PAGE OF ART SONGS BY W.C. HANDY

Figure B.1 “Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address” title page57

57

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 125.
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Figure B.2 “Opportunity” title page58

58

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 178.
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Figure B.3 “When The Black Man Has A Nation Of His Own” title page59

59

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 209.
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Figure B.4 “Vesuvius” title page60

60

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 231.
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APPENDIX C – COVER PAGE OF ART SONGS BY
COLLABORATORS

Figure C.1 “Anima Anceps” title page61

61

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 12.

76

Figure C.2 “A Soldier’s Prayer” title page62

62

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 23.
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Figure C.3 “Tradition” title page63

63

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 171.
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Figure C.4 “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” title page64

64

Handy, Unsung Americans Sung, 188.
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APPENDIX D: GLOSSARY

Illuminate – to bring to light or to expose
Jingle – a song with a familiar tune: like a commercial
‘Old School’ – is a term that refers to the manner at which one handles a situation as it related to
when on was born.
Recitative – speech-like singing that relays a pointed statement
Stand-alone – when a piece is not related to any other musical or thematic references
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